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Abstract
Research will play an important role in art and design education as the number of art
and design research degree student increases. Yet ‘the relationship between creativepractical work and research protocols still remains a contentious issue’ stated Hockey.
The missing link between researched theory and creative practice has been unable to
develop the depth and relevance of students’ creative practice. From the perspective of
Asian undergraduate studies, this paper seeks to explore students’ abilities and knowledge
of research methodologies. This paper is not proposing a method or a solution to bridge
the disconnection between researched theory and creative practice. But rather, it aims
to establish whether the issues in question exist in the field of visual communication.
This paper reports on the development, pilot testing and initial result of the research.
A pilot test with eleven samples was conducted using qualitative research method.
The study used five main steps of the ‘developing grounded theory through the case study
method’ by Berg (2009): Research Idea, Design, Data Collection, Analysis, and Reflection.
The samples taken are from one school as teaching approaches and learning directions
differs in other schools. The collected data is then analyzed by the content analysis
method and NVivo 9 is used to organise and code the collected data.
Initial result shows that there is a disconnection between researched theory and
creative practice in the area of visual communication and the key factors are due
to students: a) limited knowledge of research methods and theories, b) incapability
of applying theories to creative practice and, c) inadequate understanding of research
report structure. Data gathered and initial result are presented in a simplified form
for analysis and discussion.
Keywords: research theory, creative practice, visual communication
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Introduction
As the number of art and design research degree student increases, research will play
an important role in art and design education (Hockey & Allen-Collinson, 2000; Newbury,
1995; Yee, 2010). Apart form being a positive addition to the design students’ skill-set,
research has become “a necessary dimension in undergraduate and graduate programs”,
it also “enhances their physical output as it expands their creative freedom” (Bennett,
2006, p. 12-13). Khoury (1998) defined “research is an insightful method for the
generation of meaningful design” (p. 839). This indicates that our future designers
need to be equipped with research knowledge so as to produce innovative design work.
In the context of undergraduate studies, this paper will thus seek to explore students’
abilities and knowledge of research methodologies. The study will focus specifically on
the disconnection between researched theory and creative practice in Visual
Communication research projects.
In recent research of art and design education, “the relationship between creativepractical work and research protocols still remains a contentious issue” (Hockey &
Allen-Collinson, 2000). It is even more apparent in the area of Visual Communication
where research culture is not as established as the Fine Arts and Architectural subjects.
The missing link between researched theory and creative practice has been unable to
develop the depth and relevance of students’ creative practice. The lack of personal
insights from student researchers has resulted in design work that becomes duplicates
or repetitive versions of the researched literature itself (Hockey, 1994, 1995; Newbury,
1996a, 1996b; Salmon, 1992; Skuse, 1995). Blauvelt (1998) pointed out the “impasse
between theory and practice in graphic design must be bridged, not for the sake of
theory, but for the sake of practice. However, the challenge [should be applied] to both
theory and practice. [In] theory, [the challenge lies] in the making of graphic design [and]
not simply as a means for critical reflection of the work. [It should act as] a critical
intervention [of the design work]. [In] practice, it means rethinking the very definitions
and limitations of graphic design [and] not simply [as a platform for intellectual discussion
or] a rally cry to colonize other areas of creative endeavor. [It should eventually serve to]
understand graphic design as a form of social practice” (p. 103).
From the perspective of Asian undergraduate studies, the study can build on previous
studies of academic research in art and design that focused on postgraduate studies and
on developing innovative research methodologies. This paper is not proposing a method
or a solution to bridge the disconnection between researched theory and creative practice
but rather, it aims to establish whether the issue in question exist in the field of visual
communication. It also aims to clarify the scholarly problems that may cause the
disconnection between researched theory and creative practice.
This paper reports on the development, pilot testing and initial result of the research.
A pilot test was conducted using qualitative research method, ‘Developing Grounded
Theory Through the Case Study Method’ by Berg (2009). The study used five main
steps of the method: Research Idea, Design, Data Collection, Analysis, and Reflection.
The samples taken are from one design school as teaching approaches and learning
directions differs in other schools. The collected data is then analyzed by the content
analysis method and NVivo 9 is used to organise and code the collected data.
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Initial result shows that there is a disconnection between researched theory and creative
practice in the area of visual communication and the key factors are due to students:
a) limited knowledge of research methods and theories,
b) incapability of applying theories to creative practice and,
c) inadequate understanding of research report structure.
Data gathered and initial result are presented in a simplified form for analysis and
discussion. The long-term goal of this research and future research direction is also
presented for discussion.

Definition of Terms
Art and Design Education – the art and design disciplines; fine art drawing
and painting, printmaking, sculpture, ceramics, architecture, landscape and
urban planning, interior design, product design, fashion design, graphic design,
photography and multimedia design.
Visual Communication Research Project – for the study, Visual Communication research
project refers to the self-driven research project that student need to craft, hone and
complete in their senior year, including a submission of a written report.
Researched Theory – for the study, researched theory refers to the standard research
methods of social science, humanity, design and fine art.
Creative Practice – for the study, creative practice refers to the making of the visual
communication outcome, including book design, collateral design, packaging design,
corporate identity system, poster design and any other type of design outcome.

Methodology
The framework of the main research study is Developing Grounded Theory Through the
Case Study Method (see figure 1), it consists of six main steps: Research Idea, Design,
Data Collection, Analysis, Reflection and Grounded Theory. A qualitative research design
is chosen due to it’s naturalistic approach that respect the context of research. For this
study, it is the author’s intention to study “things in their naturalistic settings, attempting
to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them”
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 2).
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Figure 1. Developing Grounded Theory Through the Case Study Method.
(Adapted from Berg’s model, 2009)

Study Setting
In accordance to the goal of the study, it is intended that the study addresses the
population of Visual Communication undergraduates in Singapore in order investigate the
disconnection between researched theory and creative practice in Visual Communication
research projects.
Due to the diversity of teaching methods and learning objectives in different schools,
it was necessary to delimit the setting of the propose study. Samples were therefore
recruited from just one school.

The Pilot Study
The pilot study involved the gathering of information from 50 Visual Communication
final year research reports. The data included, a) students understanding of theory in
research, b) students understanding of their creative practice/making, and c) students
understanding the structure of research report. The pilot study had used the proposed
framework of the main research study, Developing Grounded Theory Through the Case
Study Method. Except it would not examine the last step, Grounded Theory, because it is
a pilot study before the main study, and the data collected may not be sufficient to offer a
comprehensive insight to the study.
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Population and Sampling Plan
About 557 Visual Communication students graduated from three recognized institutions
in Singapore. There were 123 graduates from the School of Art, Design and Media at
NTU, and about 132 and 302 graduates respectively from Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts
(NAFA) and LASALLE College of the Arts. The age of the graduates range between 20 to
30 years old. For this pilot study, the focus is based on the final year research reports that
were submitted by the Visual Communication graduates. The intended sampling size for
this study was 50 visual communication final year research reports from the graduates of
School of Art, Design and Media. The final year research reports were chose solely from
one school for three reasons. Firstly, the results from different institutions might not be
comparable as the learning objectives were different for each institution. Secondly, there
was an imbalance in the distribution of samples as two of the institutions have smaller
sampling size. Lastly, the author is a teaching staff at the School of Art, Design and
Media and therefore has access to the final year research reports that were necessary
to conduct the testing.
The proportional stratified sampling was used in the study. The sampling was stratified
on their ability level, they were broken down into three categories of their final year
project letter grade, Top Score Category – grade A, Medium Score Category – grade B &
C, Lower Score Category – grade D and F. A random sample was taken of each category
and the proportions of the sample sizes were the same as the proportion of each
category to the whole. The purpose of breaking into three categories was to capture an
all-round understanding of the proposed issue.

Data Collection
The data for this study was collected from 31 final year research reports, which were part
of the 123 visual communication final year research reports from School of Art, Design
and Media. The proportionate sampling plan called for 57% of the sample from Top Score
Category (70 final year research reports), 41% of the sample from Medium Score
Category (50 final year research reports), and 2% of the sample from Lower Score
Category (3 final year research reports). Based on the proportional stratified, this
approach resulted in the 40 random samples instead of the intended sampling size
of 50, due to the limited reports in Low Score Category. The breakdown is 23 final year
research reports in Top Score Category (57%), 16 final year research reports in Medium
Score Category (41%) and 1 final year research report in Lower Score Category (2%).
Of the original 40 samples selected nine samples (22.5%) chose not to participate in the
study for various reasons like poor writing, do not want their reports being analyzed etc.
The reviewing of the 31 final year research reports was conducted for content analysis.
The final years research reports were collected either from the students or repositories
such as DR-NTU. After the first review sessions, 20 final year research reports were
excluded in the study because there was a) a lack of proper research report structure,
b) no report of research conducted; methods and findings, and c) no report of any
creative practice or making. All information obtained from the final year research reports
are anonymously reported in this study.

Analysis Method
The analysis method for the pilot study adapted qualitative content analysis method.
The goal of the analysis is to find out whether is there a disconnection between
researched theory and creative practice in visual communication research projects.
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Qualitative data analysis software, NVivo 9 was used to do the organizing and coding
of the data. Five categories were identified at the start based on the research objectives
and modified from Yee’s (2010) and Gray and Malins’s (2004) categories, to help to
identify the methodological approach taken. The five categories are:
•
•
•
•
•

Research purpose: What is the research proposition?
Methodology: How does the student describe the general methodology applied
in their research?
Methods used: What are the research methods employed in the data collection and
analysis?
Creative practice/making: How does the student describe his/her creative practice
applied in their research?
Structure of report: Does the student produce standard academic report structure
(i.e. introduction, literature review, methodology, and discussion/result)?

To begin with the analysis, all data were read repeatedly to achieve immersion and obtain
a sense of the whole (Tesch, 1990). Then, data were read word by word to extract the
exact words from the text that belong to the categories. Using NVivo, the text was
analyzed by adding memos about potential relationships to files. As the process
continues, the relationship between codes were identified and categorized further based
on their concurrence, antecedents and consequences (Morse & Field, 1995). Finally,
codes then were sorted into the five categories based on how different codes were
related and linked. After finishing the coding process, the nodes in the node browser were
reviewed to see the patterns that emerged from the study, as well as enable comparisons
to be made (Betul, 2004).

Final Year Research Report
A summary of the final year research reports was presented in the table below (Table 1),
where their research proposition, methods used, creative making and structure of the
report were described.
ID

Research
proposition

Methods /
tools used

S001

Role of chance
as a creative
stimulus

Experiments
with surrealist
techniques

Creative making

Creation of
designed
outcomes through
the invention of
Reflective
systems (using
practice
formulas) to direct
design process
Participatory
(Chance Grid
studio workshop System and
Chance Illustrative
Visual)
A designer’s
guidebook on
Chance Grid
System

Structure of the report
Introduction: A research issue is
identified and the connections to
the literature are unclear.
Literature review: A review on
Surrealist theories, without
analysis and conclusion.
Methodology: The research
design has not been identified or
described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process with testing and
reflection thinking
Conclusions: A reflection on the
research process.
Citation: MLA style

Conference Proceedings

2063

A Pilot Study to Investigate the Disconnection between Researched
Theory and Creative Practice in Visual Communication Research Projects

ID

Research
proposition

Methods /
tools used

Creative making

Structure of the report

S002

Artistic
consideration of
a particular
partially
psychological
issue: the
spaces between

Experiments
with materials
and design
styles

A set of alphabets
applied onto letter
books based
around the
deconstruction of
each letter in the
created typeface
to visually inject
new meanings

Introduction: A research issue is
identified but not connection to
the literature.
Literature review: A review on
various art and design styles,
without analysis and conclusion.
Methodology: The research
design has not been identified or
described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process without testing or
analysis.
Conclusions: Not conclusion has
been documented.
Citation: No citation. Only
bibliography with MLA style.

Reconsider the
Hanzi for the
new Era

Hermeneutic
studies

A book that
documents a
design solution
reflecting the
rapid change
of the Chinese
character

Introduction: Identifies a relevant
research issue. Connections
established with the literature.
Literature review: A study of the
evolution of Chinese Hanzi,
without analysis and conclusion.
Methodology: The research
design has not been identified or
described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process without testing or
analysis.
Conclusions: Not conclusion
Citation: APA style

S003

Reflective
practice

Reflective
practice

A invitation to
create unique
and personal
characters

S004

S005
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A typeface
design project
that explores
the relationship
between local
architecture and
typography

Reflective
practice

Visual as a
means of
communication

Reflective
practice
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Online survey –
questionnaire
Environment
observation

Interviews with
doctors and
care givers

A set of typeface
that reflects the
cultural and
architectural
identity of
Singapore

Introduction: A research issue is
identified.
Literature review: A review of
typography, cultural identity and
architecture in the creation of
visual identity.
Methodology: The research
design has been identified and
described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process without testing or
analysis.
Conclusions: A reflection on the
research process.
Citation: APA style

A wordless
pictogram
guidebook
on fall prevention

Introduction: A research issue is
identified.
Literature review: A review of
Pictograms depicting fall
prevention. Study of current fall
statistics and healthcare
messages.
Methodology: The research
design has not been identified or
described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process witt testing.
Conclusions: A reflection on the
research process and research
topic.
Citation: MLA style
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ID

Research
proposition

Methods /
tools used

Creative making

Structure of the report

S006

A environmental
campaign on
consumption
and waste
disposal habits

Reflective
practice

A campaign
that focus on
environmentally
friendly ways
of advertising

Introduction: no proper
introduction
Literature review: 1) a review on
recycling in Singapore, without
analysis and conclusion. 2) a
review on designers who design
environmental issues with a brief
conclusion.
Methodology: The research
design has not been identified or
described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process with testing.
Conclusions: A reflection on the
research topic.
Citation: MLA style

An installation
in the form of a
three-tiered cake
consisting of
an explanation
book, six
consuming
experiments and
photographs of
consumption
experiments

Introduction: A research issue is
identified but not connection to
the literature.
Literature review: A review on
the visual representations of food
in Art and Human Life, and study
the Act of eating without analysis
and conclusion.
Methodology: The research
design has been partially
identified and described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process without testing or
analysis.
Conclusions: A reflection on the
research process.
Citation: MLA style

A visual identity
for the new
seven social
sins including
poster, brochures,
badges,
installation,
website,
packaging design
etc.

Introduction: Identifies a relevant
research issue. Connections
established with the literature.
Literature review: The review of
literature was missing
Methodology: The research
design has not been identified or
described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process with testing.
Conclusions: A reflection on the
research process.
Citation: MLA style

A set of digital
illustrations that
explore the Blade
runner universe

Introduction: Identifies a relevant
research issue.
Literature review: Contextual
review of Blade Runner movie
with analysis.
Methodology: The research
design has not been identified or
described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process without analysis.
Conclusions: A reflection on the
research topic.
Citation: MLA style

Survey –
questionnaire
Environment
observation

S007

A sociological
study on food
consumption

Reflective
practice
Experiments
with food
Public
participation on
consuming food

S008

Identify new
seven social
sins

Reflective
practice
Interviews with
public and
peers
Visual
documentation photography

S009

An visual
Movie analysis
exploration of
the concepts
and themes of
the movie Blade
Runner
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ID

Research
proposition

S010

S011

Methods /
tools used

Creative making

Structure of the report

The creation
Hermeneutics
of a dialogue
studies
about the divine
in Hinduism

An animated
short film

Introduction: Identifies a relevant
research issue. Connections
established with the literature.
Literature review: A review of
topic of divinity in Hinduism and
a study of Water as a universal
symbol with analysis.
Methodology: The research
design has not been identified or
described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process without analysis.
Conclusions: A reflection on the
research topic.
Citation: MLA style

A creation of a Hermeneutics
system to derive studies
patterns that are
representative
of a
Singaporean
identity

A series of
paper-cut patterns
to create ‘sacred
spaces’ in
Singapore

Introduction: Identifies a relevant
research issue. Connections
established with the literature.
Literature review: A workable
structure has been presented for
presenting relevant literature
related to the conceptual
framework of the study.
Methodology: The research
design has been partially
identified and described.
Procedure: A clear description of
design process with analysis.
Conclusions: A reflection on the
research topic.
Citation: APA style

Analysis
The final year research reports were analyzed based on the five categories adapted from
Yee’s (2010) and Gray and Malins’s (2004) categories, which included the Research
purpose, Methodology, Methods Used, Creative Practice/Making and Structure of the
Report.

Methodology and Research Methods Applied
The students had used the practice of designing as the main source of data generation
and no research question was asked in any of the final year research reports. The design
as research method, which the students using their design process as research process,
was evident in nine of the final year research reports. Student S002 and S008 used
design as a method to critique or reflect upon the society and themselves. Contextual
review was employed in literature studies for all of the final year research reports. Four
students had used interviews and questionnaire surveys to seek the opinions of others,
however the data were not analyzed using any analysis methods. Instead students used
the data as the visuals for their creative output. Additionally, the use of the Hermeneutics,
an approach that interprets the lived experience and the art object or events to examining
possibilities (Snodgrass and Coyne, 2006), was clearly evident in three of the final year
research reports.

Linking Theory with Creative Practice
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Reflective practice (Schon, 1983) was being used in most of the final year research
projects, “where the process of designing is an integral part of the research” (Yee, 2010).
Students used contextual review of a topic as the base for their creative making, no
personal voice was evident in some of their creative practice. The content of the creative
outcomes came in a form of a replicate version of the review topic, for example, student
S010 communicated the story of divinity through animated storytelling after reviewing the
story of creation in Hindu myths and the universal divine nature of water. However,
student S001 had managed to distill the essence of the zeitgeist to create a design
process that makes use of the techniques of Automatism and Surautomatism, after
examining the Surrealist theories of the unconscious.

Standard Academic Report Structure
On the introduction section of the final year research report, most of the students
had identified a research topic but only four of them established a connection between
their topic and the literature. On the section of literature review, nine students had
presented relevant literature that relates to the conceptual framework of their study.
As for the section of methodology, the research design of three of the final year research
reports had been partially identified and described. All students had clearly described
their process of how data were generated, gathered and recorded in the procedure
section. Nine students had concluded their report with a reflection on their research
topic and/or process.

Reflection
In accordance to the goal of the study, the study is intended to address the population
of Visual Communication undergraduates in Singapore in the investigation of whether
is there a disconnection between researched theory and creative practice in Visual
Communication research projects. The pilot study has identified and collected eleven
final year research reports for data analysis. The findings have indicated that visual
communication students have the capability to conduct practice-based research through
the standard process of a) exploring, gathering, documenting information and generating
data/evidence, b) reflecting on and evaluating information, c) interpreting and making
sense of information, and d) communicating research findings (Gray and Malins, 2004,
p. 30). However the most used approach, design as research method, can be more
effectively used in the process of inquiry if it has been augmented with useful methods
from social science, such as case study: an in-depth study of relevant examples,
participant-observation: researcher as participant/collaborator in the research, personal
construct methods: making sense of ourselves in our world(s), and evaluative techniques:
for example semantic differential, multiple sorting.
The findings have showed that the lack of knowledge of research methods and theories,
especially analysis methods, has hindered the students to conduct a more robust and
rigorous research, and the capabilities to apply theories to their creative practice.
The findings have also indicated that students lack the understanding of academic writing
and the structure of research report, especially the introduction, methodology and
conclusion. It means there is a need to develop a distinctive culture of research in the
area of visual communication, as well as reframing the methods. Visual communication
students must be taught the academic way of recording and writing their research
processes, and also consider how to make their report more “systematic, rigorous, critical
and reflexive, and communicable” (Newbury, 1996). Yee (2010) has suggested that the
research “methods can be discussed in terms of how they might link practice with
research and vice-versa. Similarities drawn from practice-based methods and processes
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are a useful way to aid the novice design researcher link their existing design activity with
research activity and emphasize the relationship between these two.”
As such the long-term goal of the study is to provide a) an indication of the nature of
undergraduate research in art and design, and b) a guide to generic research skills in art
and design education. Future research will be focusing on a more in-depth study that
enables a deeper critical engagement and holistic understanding of visual communication
undergraduate research.
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